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MEMORANDUM 


Subject: Laos 



PROBLE M 

The Pathet Lao, stiffened, supported, and aided by the 
Vietminh and by a massive Soviet airlift, are now positioned 
to threaten the main centers of population in Laos lying along 
the Mekong (Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Paksane, Thakhek, 

Savannakhet) . The morale of the Royal Army is considered on 
the whole broken and the Array is not believed able to make a 
stand against a determined Pathet Lao onslaught at any point. 

Lao leaders no longer consider the fighting a civil war but an 
international affair brought on by the intervention of the Vietminh 
and Soviets. It is reported that representatives of the Royal Lao 
Government and of the Pathet Lao are meeting today under a flag 
of truce to discuss a cease-fire. The Communists may have 
decided that their troops have gone about as far as they can 
without provoking a Free World military reaction and that 
they should now proceed toward their objectives by negotiation, 
recognizing that they are in a decisively strong bargaining 
position. In this event we might shortly expect a cease-fire 
agreement of some kind. 

However, they may not resist the temptation to make further 
military gains. While in this event we should first attempt 
recourse to the UN, if this is not successful we could very 
quickly face the question of whether the U.S. should oppose 
the continuing Communist advance by force in Laos or seek to 
position forces elsewhere in the area. What then are the 
political consequences of U.S. military intervention in Laos? 

OBJEC TIVES OF MILITARY ACTION 

Our objectives in taking military action should be made clear 

1. To stabilize a military situation to allow political 
discussions to reach a settlement. 

2. Military action is not designed to '’reconquer' 1 Laos. 
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3. Military activities will not threaten sensitive areas, 
endangering reaction from another "approach to a Yalu". 

4. Appeal to the UR will be made before any military action. 

5. If SEATO or US-Thai forces enter Laos, they will with- 
draw from Lao territory after a cease-fire has been verified either 
by ICC or UN pacification teams. 

6. Military action is defensive in character and offensive 
action will not be taken unless attached. 

7. It is made crystal clear that, if the right to take mili- 
tary action to fulfill SEATO security obligations for the area 
either by SEATO or U.S. is challenged, the challenge will be 

met by military action of whatever magnitude required to fulfill 
that obligation. 

DISCUSSION 

Introduc tion 

Laos has become the focal point in Asia on which the countries 
concerned (including the Conmunist bloc) are judging U. S. intentions. 
However the situation may have developed, the fact is that the 
Communists are extending their control over the entire hinterland 
of the country, by direct aggression of Viet Minh forces supplied 
by Soviets overtly in contravention of every legal position or 
international treaty commitment, that they are now in a position 
to threaten the principal centers of population which are located 
on the Mekong, and that if they reach the river they will have 
for the first time a common frontier with Thailand and will pose 
a potential threat to Cambodia and further menace South Viet Nam. 

It is a further fact that the U. S. is recognized as the only 
power of the Free World that can stem the Communist push. 

Historical Backg round - U.S. Commitments 

The war in Indochina lasted from 1946 to 1954. It became 
clear that this war could not be considered in the narrow frame- 
work of another colonial war, but rather in the broader context 
of Communist strategy aiming at the conquest of Asi&. There 
was a natural barrier, the Red River Basin, which if held could 

have formed 
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have formed a new boundary between the Communist bloc and the 
Free World. It was not held and the Geneva Conference per- 
mitted the Communists to take over North Viet-Nam down to 

the 17th parallel. 

We are now witnessing the second phase of the Communist 
attempt at the conquest of Southeast Asia. They have breached 
the Annamite chain which forms a natural frontier between Viet- 
Nam anH Laos. The next barrier is the Mekong. After the Mekong 
the way is open to the entire area. But the Mekong itself is 
a frontier impossible to police* Between Thailand and Laos it 
flows for some 600 miles, and people on both banks freely go 

back and forth. 


SEATO 

It was in recognition of the potential threat to the area 
arising out of the Geneva settlement that eight powers -- U.S., 

UK, France, Pakistan, Thailand, the Phillippines , Australia, 
and New Zeal, aid— met to form the Southeast Asia Treaty Organize?’ 
tion in 1954. The operative paragraph of the Treaty reads as 

follows : 

ARTICLE IV. 

1. Each Party recognizes that aggression by means of armed 
attack in the Treaty Area against any of the Parties or against 
any State or territory which the Parties by unanimous agreement 
may hereafter designate, would endanger its own peace and sa ety, 
and agrees that it will in that event act to meet the common 
danger in accordance with it6 constitutional processes. Measures 
t aV<»n under this paragraph shall be immediately reported to the 
Security Council of the United Nations. 

2. If, in the opinion of any of the Parties, the inviola- 
bility or the integrity of the territory or the sovereignty of 
political independence of any Party in the Treaty Area or of any 
other State or territory to which the provisions of paragraph i or 

this Article from time to time apply is threatened in any way 
other by armed attack or is affected or threatened by any 

fact or situation which might endanger the peace of the area, 
the Parties shall consult immediately in order to agree on 
the measures which should be taken for the common defense. 

3. It is understood that no action on the territory of 
any State designated by unanimous agreement under paragraph 1 

of this Article or on any territory so designated shall be taken 
except at the invitation or with the consent of the government 
concerned . 

Laos was 
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Laos was incorpordted as a "protocol state" describe as 
follows : 

"The Parties to the South-Eas.; Asia Collective Defease 
Treaty unanimously designate for the purposes of Article IV 
of the Treaty of the States of Cambodia and Laos and the free 

territory under the jurisdiction of the State of Vietnam." 

» 

In SEATO, the U.S. has been the main driving force. While 
the resolution approved at the Ministers' meeting last March 
was not as strong as we would have desired, it did include the 

following: 

"6. If those efforts fail, however, and there continues to 
be an active military attempt to obtain control of Laos, members 
of SEATO are prepared, within the terms of the Treaty, to take 
whatever action may be appropriate in the circumstances." 

ASSURA NC ES TO T HE . LAO 

The Lao arly realized their exposed position on the edge 
of the bloc and recognized that only the U.S. could protect them. 
Thus, despite the protection afforded by the Treaty, they have 
cons tan tly sought reassurances £?:om .fb.e U.S. Without tinder taking 
new obligations beyond our Treaty commitments, we have given them 
these assurances (Tab A) . 

Beyond these specific commitments , the U.S. has a clear 
moral obligation toward Laos. Ever since January 1955 when the 
first USOM was set up in Vietiane, we have financed the s©.tire 
military budget and three forths of the civil budget. Laos more 
than any other country has depended on U.S. aid. But not only 
have the Lao looked to us for material support but also, since 
1958, their governments have sought our guidance and advice. A 
uniquely close relationship thus developed between the Royal 
Government and the U.S. from August 1958 until August 1960 when 
the coup of Captain Kong Le broke the unity of the nationalists 

present government of Prince Bourn Oum is internationally 
considered to be wholly dependent on the U.S. In describing 
a™ policy toward Laos ove? the last few years, it has been 
explicitly stated that we considered Laos the keystone of Southeast 
Asia and that its fall to Communism would create a serious threat 
to the area. In fact our policy has been predicated on the 
assumption that we would react militarily to a military challenge 

in Laos. 




This administration admittedly inherited a thoroughly con- 
fused and almost insoluble Laos problem, albiet explosive. What- 
ever the last administration hesitated to do as a n last act" 
with respect to Laos was equally difficult for the new adminis- 
trationto take on as fii ;?■< 7. act. It is most unlikely that the 
communists have not sensed this and exploited it. It should, 
however, be observed that the very first statements of this 
administration stressed the desire to reduce tensions between 
the United States and the Soviets with respect to such problems 
as Laos, reiterated our willingness to solve this particular 
problem by peaceful negotiation and our desire that it not be 
made a bone of contention. It is significant that the Soviets 
did not choose to let a settlement of the Lao situation serve this 
purpose but continued their overt intervention and their recal- 
citrance. 

In succeeding days the President's public statements, our 
approaches to the Soviets through our Ambassador, the Secretary’s 
discussion with Gromyko on March 18 and the President's discussion 
with Gromyko on March 27 were all designed to reemphasize our 
desire for a reasonable settlement but that the United States as a 
great power could not renege on its commitments. The President's 
statement on March 23 plainly stating that if our efforts toward 
a peaceful settlement failed we should seek other measures to re- 
establish the situation gave fair warning to the communists that 
we would not capitulate in the face of threatened use of force. 

If, in fact it appears to the Soviets we have capitulated in Laos, 
It will have profound effects on their estimate of our possible 
reactions to Soviet moves elsewhere. 

World reaction has largely interpreted our posture as one 
of standing firm in the fac* of threat. Illustrative of this 
bo-.lief was Prime Minister U Nu's remark to the effect that he had 
previously expected direct American intervention to forestall 

the communists. 

Adverse Effects of Non-intervention 


» 

1. In general friend, foe and neutralist will interpret 
our lack of action as evidence of a weakening resolve to stand 
firmly against communism and as a confirmation of the growing 
ar id dangerous belief that the tide has turned against us. 

2 . Suspicion 




2. Suspicion will grow that the United States is an unde- 
pendable ally. 

3. This general notion will have specific adverse effect 
on our alliances such as NATO, CENTO and SEATO. Some of the 
members of these alliances have felt that their tr&aty commit- 
ments in such organizations expose them politically and militarily 
but that it is worth it because it provides them with the un- 
shakable backing of the United States in their precarious exposed 
areas. But by our unwillingness to act in. conformity with our 
obligations the effect on Iran might be very marked. It could 
have a very pronounced effect on the Berlin situation. Within 
the SEATO treaty area itself the effect on Thailand and Viet-Nam 
could be almost devastating. 

4. Inaction will strengthen the hard thesis expounded by 

the Chinese Communists that the cause of communism must be advanced 
by violence and the threat of the use of force. It will encourage 
further risks and adventures on their part which will require 
us to contemplate the use of superior force to meet the next one. 

It will be correspondingly more difficult for the Soviets to 
restrain the Chicoms in exploiting this thesis. 

5. There is a thesis in neutral Asia that no matter how 
much they may dislike Communist China their hope of survival 
is based upon "feeding the tiger." Our capitulation in the 
face of our first real threat to SEATO could further confirm 
this attitude on the part of shaky neutralists in Asia. 

6. Other than neutralists even some of our allies are not 
incapable of adjusting their policy to one of neutrality and sub- 
mission if they feel unsupported. A recent message from Bangkok 
states "that if Laos is lost to communists Thailand will be forced 
to make fundamental review its policies and orientations . 

7. While it will be possible to draw another line at which 
freedom in Asia will be defended, it will be much more difficult 

to convince Asians that we mean it after successive withdrawals. 

8. The argument that Laos is the wrong place to make a 
stand militarily may not bear up under close scrutiny, for any 
conceivable position in Southeast Asia where we would have to 
meet the next challenge might very well be just as difficult 
militarily surrounded by the same political conditions but re- 
quiring a much heavier military investment in order to stop the 
mounting tide. 

9. Much 
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9. The questions of counterintervention by the Chinese 
Communist in large part dependent upon the maimer and the 
circumstances under which SEATO forces are introduced in Laos. 

The introduction of SEATO forces on a missive scale with a 
declared or apparent objective of taking all of Laos up to the 
borders with Communist China and North Viet-Nam, would, as in 
Korea, in all probability, trigger a massive Chinese Communist 
response. On the other hand it is felt that the introduction 
of SEATO forces tinder the circumstances, conditions and 

very limited objective proposed herein, is not likely to produce 
a massive Chinese Communist response. If, under these conditions, 
the Communists do respond by the introduction of additional 
outside forces they are more likely to do so with North Vietnamese. 

In any event, wilitary posture such as is proposed in this 
paper would place us in a more favorable bargaining position at 
the conference table in Geneva then if their military forces 
are in place and we have nother effective on the ground with 
which tn oppose them. 

Ar^anan ts Against Any Military Action in Laos. 

1. The confusion in the minds of so many Asians and others, 
including many in the United States, leaves an unclear picture 
of what we are defending in Laos. 

2. The Laotians have demonstrated little desire, willing” 

ness or ability to defend themselves. 

* 

3. Laos ii a most disadvantageous place in which to attempt 
to bring our military power to bear against the Communist bloc. 

4. If the Chinese Communists are seeking a pretext to 
expand into Southeast Asia which presents & tempting target to 
them, SEATS) intervention into Laos will give them such a 
pretext and very favorable conditions for a major military 
confrontation with the United States. 

5 . if we are to face a major conflict with Communist China, 
it will be preferable to do so later .en there has been additional 
l-irap and opportunity to engage the support and sympathy of a 
broader base in Asia, and particularly the manpower and industrial 
resources of India and Japan. 


6 . Further 




3 


- 8 - 

» 

6. Further restraint in the use of force might favorable- 
impress such neutrals as India, enhancing their belief in our 
willingness to go to any lengths rather than precipitate a 
conflict. 

7. It will avoid a short-term exacerbation of our relations 
with the British and French. 

8. If SEATO action is invoked too soon, it may hold us u% 
to the charge that we sabotaged the cease-£9re and conference 
solutions . 

9. Our political course of action and security alliance 
guarantees may have been basked on unsound military est ima tes 
or our own capabilities thus far. This can only be accurately 
assessed by our defense establishment. 




